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Abstract
Some research suggests that video games can be effective tools for learning complex subject matter and for teaching students how to manage and work with information in project settings.  In this paper we discuss our experiences teaching and conducting SOTL research in an undergraduate Honors Interdisciplinary team-taught seminar.  The course, entitled Gaming 360: The History, Culture, and Design of Video Games was taught during the Spring 2007 and Spring 2008 semesters and included 20 Honors in the Major (HIM) students. Our primary research question was this: How would students improve their understanding of video game production concepts (video games as technologies) and develop an understanding of video games as cultural and critical tools (video games as texts) as a result of participation in our honors seminar?  Here we discuss teaching strategies and challenges and present a preliminary analysis of data from the first offering of this course.  
Introduction
A fair amount of research suggests that video games can be effective tools for learning complex subject matter (Garris, Ahlers, & Driskell, 2002; Cordova & Lepper, 1996; Ricci, Salas, & Cannon-Bowers, 1996; Randel et al., 1992) and for teaching students how to manage and work with information in project settings (McDaniel et al., 2006).  Here we discuss our experiences teaching and conducting SOTL research in an undergraduate Honors Interdisciplinary team-taught seminar.  The course, entitled Gaming 360: The History, Culture, and Design of Video Games was taught during the Spring 2007 semester and included 20 Honors In the Major (HIM) students.  It was taught by professors from the Digital Media and English departments.  Our primary research question was this: How would students improve their understanding of video game production concepts (video games as technologies) and develop an understanding of video games as cultural and critical tools (video games as texts) as a result of participation in our honors seminar?  

To answer this question, we identified salient video game literature in each of the following categories: pedagogy, history, design, culture, and gender, as well as research on teaching in Honors programs.  We then designed a survey measuring these areas of learning and conducted our research using a quasi-experimental repeated measures analysis of variance design.  In this paper we present an overview of our curriculum and the assessment tools we used to measure student outcomes.  We also discuss how successful our efforts were and in what ways students improved their understanding of video games as cultural and critical tools.  We will present our survey data as well as more qualitative measurements of student observations (gathered from writing assignments such as gaming journals and a larger, end-of-semester Game Design Document, or GDD).  Lastly, we will discuss our plans for improvements based upon our discoveries.
Course Background and Overview
Our course was a team-taught Honors Interdisciplinary Seminar involving a collaboration between an English instructor (Telep) and a Digital Media instructor (McDaniel).  The course was comprised of twenty students, mostly juniors and seniors from a variety of majors including Engineering, Computer Science, Radio/Television, English, Finance, Digital Media, Art, and Theatre.  The course was fifteen weeks long, and all readings, assignments, and other materials were distributed online via WEB CT.

There were three required texts for the course: 

1. Crawford, Chris. On Game Design. Berkeley, CA: New Riders Games, 2003.
2. Gee, James Paul. What Video Games Have to Teach Us About Learning and Literacy. New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2003.
3. Prensky, Marc. Digital Game-Based Learning. New York: McGraw-Hill, 2001.
The course curriculum was divided into three, five-week-long modules:

Module 1: History and Critical Analysis of  Video Games
This module focused on the historical rise and critical analysis of video games. Students played current and old console games in class.  They examined the historical development of video games via film clips and PowerPoint presentations.  They analyzed games by first studying components: story, characters, music, art, sound effects, etc. and recording their observations.  Other activities included readings, game play journals in which students documented their actual playing of video game during the course, short writing assignments, and a research paper whose idea was drawn from a list of 25 topics related to video games.

Module 2: Video Gaming and Society: Social and Cultural Reflections
This module focused on the impact of video games on our culture and society.  Students were given an issue (one taking each side of the controversy), then they went home, did research, and returned to take on their peer opponent, armed with their research.  We also revised Gee’s 39 principles of learning video games, including the design principle, semiotic principle, psychosocial moratorium principle, and amplification of input principle.  Activities included in-class debates/presentations, and students continued game play and writing in their journals.

Module 3: Video Game Production






Game Playing and Weekly Journaling Assignments 			30%
10-15 Page Research Paper 						15%
30-60 Page Game Design Document 					20%









By the end of this course, we hoped that our students would be able to:

1)	Identify in writing the historical development and impact of video games.
2)	Classify in writing various game technologies and identify their design and construction.
3)	Describe via short written assignments how the fundamental components that make up video games: art, music, sound effects, traditional and interactive scripting, gameplay, etc. enhance the overall experience.
4)	Recognize the intersections and juxtapositions of video games, critical thinking, and problem solving, and demonstrate in writing how those relationships contribute to entertainment and learning.
5)	Analyze and argue in writing the effects of games on society and the cultural effects of gaming.
6)	Compose an original game design document and defend the choices made based upon criteria created for a particular game type.
7)	Discuss in a cogent fashion the ways in which video games form and frame arguments, remediate both technological and cultural ideas, and incorporate features of immersion, interactivity, and hypermediacy.
8)	Understand both the virtues of electronic gaming technologies and the problems associated with this form of digital media.
9)	List and explain the works of several critical theorists whose writings have addressed the impact of digital video games on modern culture.
10)	Relate the canons of gameplay to the canons of rhetoric.  For example, students should understand both “serious play” and “serious gaming” and apply this creative technique to the rhetorical canon of invention.
Survey Instrument
We designed our survey to collect the demographic profiles of our students as well as their attitudes towards gaming.  We also included direct measures to assess their knowledge of gaming history, culture, and design. 

Preliminary Data 
Our preliminary data indicates that our course has been successful in meeting some of our learning goals and that we need to further focus other areas of the seminar in order to meet our stated objectives.  In terms of demographics, the average student enrolled in the course was born in 1985.  We had approximately 50% more male students than female students, with the majority of students preferring to play role playing games (and a surprising number with an affinity for flight simulators).  

Quantitative Measures






Question 1	Strongly Agree	Agree	Neutral	Disagree	Strongly Disagree
I feel confident in my knowledge of video game technologies	57.14%	0.00%	19.05%	23.81%	0.00%
 	 	 	 	 	 
Question 2	Strongly Agree	Agree	Neutral	Disagree	Strongly Disagree
I feel confident in my knowledge of video game history and historical developments	14.29%	52.38%	23.81%	9.52%	0.00%
 	 	 	 	 	 
Question 3	Strongly Agree	Agree	Neutral	Disagree	Strongly Disagree
Video Games promote violent and aggressive behavior in children	0.00%	0.00%	28.57%	42.86%	28.57%
 	 	 	 	 	 
Question 4	Strongly Agree	Agree	Neutral	Disagree	Strongly Disagree
Video games are useful outside the realm of entertainment, for purposes such as education, training, or therapy.	66.67%	28.57%	4.76%	0.00%	0.00%
 	 	 	 	 	 
Question 5	Strongly Agree	Agree	Neutral	Disagree	Strongly Disagree
Video games have unique and noticeable cultural effects on society. For example, video games have interesting implications for gender roles.	38.10%	57.14%	4.76%	0.00%	0.00%

Post-Test Results
Question 1	Strongly Agree	Agree	Neutral	Disagree	Strongly Disagree
I feel confident in my knowledge of video game technologies	31.58%	57.89%	10.53%	0.00%	0.00%
 	 	 	 	 	 
Question 2	Strongly Agree	Agree	Neutral	Disagree	Strongly Disagree
I feel confident in my knowledge of video game history and historical developments	57.89%	31.58%	10.53%	0.00%	0.00%
 	 	 	 	 	 
Question 3	Strongly Agree	Agree	Neutral	Disagree	Strongly Disagree
Video Games promote violent and aggressive behavior in children	0.00%	10.53%	26.32%	26.32%	36.84%
	 	 	 	 	
Question 4	Strongly Agree	Agree	Neutral	Disagree	Strongly Disagree





Question 5	Strongly Agree	Agree	Neutral	Disagree	Strongly Disagree
Video games have unique and noticeable cultural effects on society. For example, video games have interesting implications for gender roles.	26.32%	68.42%	5.26%	0.00%	0.00%

The indirect measures used in this survey and the subsequent data told us many things about our course:

1)	Students realized how much they didn’t know about the intricacies and technical details of game development.  This is reflected in the number of students who felt less confident about their game design knowledge after the course was complete (we chose to interpret the data in this fashion rather than believing students actually lost knowledge as a result of participating in our class!)
2)	Students were more confident in their knowledge about game history, suggesting that we did a good job covering the historical content in the course.
3)	Some students’ eyes were opened as to the fact that some studies (e.g. Carnegie and Anderson, 2005) do indeed link video game play to aggressive behavior and violence.
4)	We need to do a better job of covering the cultural aspects of gaming and serious games in general. 
Qualitative Measures
In addition to our survey data, we also collected a great deal of student writing dealing with their observations and reflections of the course and their critical gaming experiences throughout the semester.  Many of these entries revealed that the students were able to critique, synthesize, and culturally observe games by focusing on a theme such as violence, gender, or race.   For instance, one student critically observed the effects of background music in the game Okami:

  “The music between zones in Okami is very distinct.  The first zone revived and restored was Kamiki Village.  This place is categorized as home base requiring frequent visits to update mission information. Music in the background here is almost meditative with long notes and a soft percussion.  It provides a feeling of comfort and safety that hugs you and says ‘Everything is okay, you’re home now.’ ” 

Another student, in responding to a guest lecture by the famous computer scientist Marvin Minksy, applied ideas from Minsky’s thoughts about artificial intelligence to the domain of gaming (specifically, the game Metroid Prime):

  “…from Minksy’s presentation, one thing that can apply to games is learning by metaphor.  According to this idea, a machine can learn how to act or behave by comparing the current situation to one it has already seen.  Metroid Prime could certainly benefit from this type of AI, but certain steps must be taken first.” 

One of our most successful assignments was to pair up students for a pro/con debate on contentious issues related to gaming.  These issues included themes such as violence in gaming, gender issues in gaming, or games as barriers to critical thinking and introspection (a popular theme championed by many technology critic-scholars).  One student, writing from the perspective of gaming and violence, noted the following:

 “Video games provide the player with a lot more visual images and hands-on interactive participation than books provide, resulting in more violent and dangerous behavior.  Are they the sole reason why our society appears to be more violent?  Nope.  Do they play a large factor in the violence of the present day society?  Yes.  Do the visuals and interactivity produce more dangerous behaviors than books?  Yep.”
 




“Amazing class...thanks for pushing for it!”

“Excellent course. Some of the "design" questions in this survey I think I got right, but I was not as confident about it as I was the question on "serious" games. If these are important concepts, you should really drive these home!”

“Never take this class with another that is heavy in outside class work.”
 
“Not what I originally expected (lottsa work) but well worth the effort. Very fun and interesting course. A few timetable glitches but nothing unexpected of a first time course.
Would have liked it to be more focused on cultural impact of games than game design; there are a number of the later, but fewer of the former.”

“I feel as though my group for the Game Design Document did fairly well at the end, unfortunately when we had to push to work together.  In general, I felt as if my group (once motivated) did much more work than I did on the final project.  It was frustrating to be the one who, at first, was doing most of the work, but then it also was good to see that my part of the document didn't need much more clarification or correction.  While I don't think I will pursue game design as a career, I appreciate having to undertake the process to show me what I truly do wish to do.”

Conclusion
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